There are many variations in the performance of a sonogram. Depending on where a patient has a test performed, it could last ten minutes or an hour and ten minutes. It could be performed by an experienced, knowledgeable sonographer or by a practicing student. It might even be done by a sonographer on "autopilot," just going through the motions, not really paying attention to detail. Furthermore, the examination may be interpreted by a board-certified specialist or by a physician unfamiliar with the subspecialty presented. In some practices, it might have limited physician review. What one laboratory feels is an appropriate and adequate study may be completely inadequate in another laboratory's estimation. Differing levels of expertise and attitudes for both sonographers and reading physicians with wide ranges in testing methods, protocols, and reporting practices can account for the variances found between sonography laboratories. Furthermore, substandard levels of competence can lead to misdiagnoses, lawsuits, and even patient deaths.
The Solution
Discrepancies between sonography laboratories pose serious problems that call for well-defined standards of performance, interpretation, and reporting practices. 1 Accreditation for laboratories ensures that measures are in place to minimize variances between diagnostic laboratories, individual sonographers, and interpreting physicians. A laboratory that is accredited has been reviewed and proven qualified to do what it does. Laboratory structure (sonographers, physicians, equipment, and the facility as a whole), lab processes (procedures and protocols), and lab outcomes (accuracy, correlations, and results that influence patient management) are all evaluated and determined fit, or not, for service by a team of experts qualified to measure a lab against industry standards. Laboratory accreditation means upholding standards of excellence, regulating quality controls, ensuring integrity, and providing protection for everyone involved in the sonography examination, particularly the patient. Achieving accreditation status is not only a worthwhile endeavor but also a necessary means toward maintaining standards of quality assurance. 2 It is unfortunate that substandard examinations are being performed at all; thankfully, this is something that can be remedied through the process of accreditation.
Education and training programs for the field of diagnostic sonography should also retain accreditation. Many schools, allied health programs, and workshops for the training of sonographers are available, but fancy brochures and smooth-talking recruiters do not make for an accredited program. Qualified, licensed, credentialed, and accredited faculty and institutions do. If the education program is not accredited, it will not be recognized as valid by the American Society of Diagnostic Medical Sonographers, and the eligibility of the student for registry status within that highly recognized organization will be jeopardized. The Commission on Accreditation of Allied Health Education Programs (CAAHEP) accredits education programs for sonography training.
It is in turn recognized by the Council for Higher Education Accreditation. According to the the CAA-HEP Web site, "Quality patient care is provided by competent, well-trained professionals. . . . Accreditation is a review process that assures quality education for those professionals."
Quality is the focal point of the accreditation process. Every step of an optimal sonogram involves quality: quality assurance and quality control. Getting a sonography laboratory up to quality standards and then keeping it up, or "growing the quality," is an ongoing process. The entire staff must be educated and current. New techniques, equipment, and research findings must be incorporated into daily practice. Procedures and protocols in keeping with standards must be well defined for consistency and continuity. Studies must be correlated with other diagnostic modalities. Growth must be measured. Staff members must always be on quality alert.
Focus Points of Accreditation

YOU ARE REQUIRED TO SHOW THAT YOU QUALIFY TO BE AN ACCREDITED LABORATORY
Perhaps your laboratory is already accredited. Excellent! Keep it that way. If not, here are some key points to help you organize what might appear to be an overwhelming task. 
Suggestions
On the path of continued growth and development, a little direction might help. Here are some ideas to keep your laboratory on track. Find ways to modify the work flow so that everyone rotates through opportunities to expand his or her knowledge base. Attendance at department rounds, outside CME activities, and time in the medical library can enhance the comprehensive approach to patients. Making time to "grow" sonographers pays off by having examinations done right the first time.
Evaluate each sonographer's work (biannually).
Take time to meet with each sonographer individually and evaluate the quality of his or her work in detail. Note improvements and areas that need work, and set goals for further growth and development. 6. Evaluate interpreting physicians via interobserver and intraobserver reviews. On a quarterly basis, select one or more studies for the entire group of interpreting physicians to (blind) read. Track their findings and note differences. Also, for each individual physician, choose examinations he or she has read in the past, remove identifiers, and have him or her reread it. Track any changes between the two reports. Distribute the results of these findings to the reading physicians and have them meet to take appropriate action. 7. Follow up on patient test results. Keep a log of abnormal sonograms. Track patients with results from other diagnostic modalities and compare reports. Present findings, statistics, cases, problems, and actions taken or to be taken at monthly staff meetings or weekly sonographer gatherings. 8. Keep equipment calibrated, clean, and tuned up for optimal performance. Have a routine preventative maintenance schedule in place. Keep a problem list on each piece of equipment stating the problem and start and solved dates. Repair or replace equipment as needed. Faulty equipment should never be used for diagnostic imaging. 9. Assign responsibility. Measuring quality is an everyday activity in an accredited ultrasound laboratory. Who will be responsible? The short answer is "everybody." But collecting documents, gathering and duplicating data, comparing results, keeping records, reviewing studies and sonographers' work, organizing QA meetings and weekly case review sessions, and so forth can be time-consuming.
To accomplish all that needs to be done, one or two members of your laboratory will need to be appointed to coordinate the efforts of the team. Our laboratory employs a clinical instructor who, in addition to what the title implies, is the main point person responsible for this ongoing process.
In summary, all sonography laboratories should be created equal. The patient should be able to obtain a standardized examination in an accredited laboratory that could be compared to another study in a likewise accredited laboratory. To accomplish standardization and improvements of all labs, 3 the accreditation process is available. Organizations for all modalities of sonography are in place to guide, review, and certify (see the Web sites in the appendix). If you are not convinced that laboratory accreditation is important and necessary, keep in mind that eventually, every sonography laboratory will be reimbursed or not depending on its accreditation status. This is already a reality in some areas. 4 Reimbursement is a good reason to get accredited, but it is not the most important one. Differences in quality and accuracy between accredited and nonaccredited laboratories have been noted. Literature review uncovers studies that highlight improvements in laboratory accuracy before and after accreditation. 5 Also uncovered are reports of physician misinterpretation of examinations performed in nonaccredited laboratories. 6 Perhaps the tracking of your own laboratory's improvement over time will be the most telling and convincing reason to revitalize your laboratory and get accredited. Observe how the interest level and attention to detail increases among the entire staff. Track improvement in image quality and accuracy. Notice how exposure to new knowledge and review of the old inspires growth and development.
The patient is the highlighted component of the quality equation. We exercise our diagnostic skills for them every day. Patients should never wonder if the sonography laboratory is a good one, they should not have to question if the sonographer assigned to perform their examination is "the best," and they should not worry that the physician reviewing their study will read it correctly. Laboratory accreditation is a means to ensure that these potentially worrisome questions will have only positive answers. Accreditation requirements provide the foundation for building a quality laboratory.
Congratulations to all accredited laboratories and good luck to those in the process of attaining that respectable status. Web sites, review articles, and other already accredited laboratories may assist you with ideas and implementation. May you succeed in your worthwhile endeavor. Quality-driven examinations will yield better patient outcomes. So qualify your lab and get accredited! We owe it to our profession and to our reputations, yes, but ultimately, we owe it to those we serve: our patients and their referring physicians. Be forever mindful that your patient is someone's mother, someone's lover, someone's grandfather, someone's friend, or someone's child. It could be yours.
